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Cohesion: Problems ttdth Talking about Text: / 



A. Brief 'Commentary 



° Text* analysis has been with reading comprehension research £pr almost 

• v • r - i 

20' years. During that time, several systems tjerve been established as 
powerful topis for explaining' comprehension, c?f text. For example, 

/ 1 ' ' ' • ' v.. ; 

iTlntsch's (197A) Ipropositional system-was the basic topi' used in the 



.if 

development of Kintsch and varr DijVs (1978) .concept^of macrostructUre and 
itsj^le in a thefory of discourse comprelr&ns^ort and'production. The story 
grammars, especially of Sgein and Glenn (1979) and Mandler and Johnson * 
(1977), strongly predict comprehension of narrative tekt -based on a text's 

.. , , . y - • ; ■ •' 

adherence *^o the cananical ordering^of "story parts . Likewise, Meyer's 

r (1975) use of content analyses of expository text" has* sfcown the importance 
+. * * x * •' 

%f a text's top level structure to th^ reader '3' comprehension of text. 

AlthQugh text analysis systems have been criticized for their 

k s m • : 

Ypresumptlon f bf -objectivity . in representing what. Is '-in , the- text , they have 

^ gained prominence precisely because of tfiei'r disciplined subjectivity. * 

« 

What tneS'e systems -havte in common is their attempt to represent some aspect 
of* coherence, whether it be in terms of macros tructures, story schemata, or 
top level structures. In all cases the* analysis works primarily top-down, 

". ' ■ \ • ■ 

imposing- coherence measures on text as a consequence of the reader's and 

*>^the writer's notions of how a " text can and should function In 

' ^ ta « * 

communication. 

Ttde purpose oJ>*£his paper is to comment €>n what, happens -when a, text- 

1 • • ; \ ■ ' • • • • '. 

analysis system works bottom-up from the text without regard to interpreted 

structural properties. Halliday and Hasan £l976) describe cohesion as that 

* / 

^ which' makes* a Sequence of words- and sentences unified and .hence 



/ • ' • $ 2 

intefpretable 3^ a text. „ Cohesion is defined explicitly as instances of 

anaphora, reiteration, and'collocation which relade sentences . Although it 

' ' v * . «■ 

is, a straightforward task of textranalysis to work bottom-up i'n itemizing 

and categorizing the'se linguistic facts of a text, it is presumptuous .to 

' - .. * ^ *, ' \ 

^all these facts cohesive . Halliday and H^san^ however, maintaifi that r t 



linguistic factors are responsible for carrying meaning across sentence , <i 
boundaries and defining ,oiie aspect' of a text's coherence* Research r 

* • ' >■ ' ■ ' 

investigating the nature of textual coherence using the cohesion concept 

' * . • **• . - ■ V 

has not found » cohesion causally related to a text's coherence. As th,e 

textranalysis systems mentioned above implicitly ,'asser.t , , coherenc^ is 

-primarily a. top-down phenomenon whether working from the perspective of the 

writer-'or tfie reader. * v . 1 

•\ \ ■ ^ r ... ' \; ' 4 ; 

N - v ^ The l Cohesion Concept 

By text , HaSTliday and Hasan mean any Sample of discourse whos§ meaning 
and function -is readily 'apparent independent- of other discourse. In the 

:n . X, ■ ■ .. . v • * * 

words of Halliday atid Hasan, a frext -is a- sample of discourse- which forms.a 
" . / . " * * . ' • , " 

"unified whole." They claim that the concept 6f a text i's as intuitively * 

V ■ • - ' ' " " 

powerful" as 'the concept of a sent/ence — we know when a string of sentences 

makes a text ju^t as i^ikndw when a string' of Words makes a sentence.- 

However, a text is different from £ sentence. -A text is not 4 y . . 

characterized by formal structural properties as is t£e sentence, and v 

therefore' it is not perceived as some kind of "supersentence" with a ' 
) * * • 

t ' ' 

textual syntax. Rather, as .Halliday and Hasan put it, a text is 
characterized by its texture. By texture Halliday and Haeari mean that 
quality of a text which establishes its wholeness or Unity rather than. its 



/ 



' meaning. .Texture "expresses the fact that it (the .text) relate's'as a whole 

/ ■ , ■ .■ ^ t * \. *, "■■ r ; , 

to »the* environment in which it is placed" (p. 293).^ v fc ' "\ 

And how, is this 'texture , -this textual unity, created? Sythe^ cohesive^ 
•relations .in the^ext^ For example, in the sentences, ■ * 



"efeffl" iJ 



Wash an<J care six cooking apples. Puf them 

into a fireproof dish, , . • ? ' . . . j& 

is a* cohesive item presupposing. the phrase "six cdoking apples." 

• . •" ' . : ■' : ' ••/ * 

Togethe'r, the presupposing and ".presupposed" items' define a cohesive 

. - : - . .." '• • . ^ . -\ ■ .* . " • ' * 

relation, referred, to as* 5 a cohesive tie. Each cohesive tio/ in a 'text is an 
instance of cohesion'. What * a T ll tieS have in common, what'tnakes them' : 

' " y > > . .: ■ -/•<■ ■• . . . • . •". 

cohesive,, is "the pr6perty of signalling that the interpretation of the 
passage in, question depends on something else" (Halliday & Hasan, ls976, 
• v p, 13).* Apparently a tie's function is to signal the reader or 4 listener tQ ^ 
relate present text- with earlier takt and.tkus„to create texture, to" 1 

• ' • <' v . \ ' / • ... 

establish a text Ls e unit£^ ^ I \ ^ 

There are several types of cohesiveV ties. — There -''are— reference ties 

where pronouns in one sentence presuppose some noun or rfoun phrase used in 

another sentence, as in the example above. . There, are substitution ties, 

whese* wor f ds *sueh as one substitute for a^d thereby prespppQse previous 

reference to a noun or noun phrase: ^ t 

• * * . 

Two books lay dn the table ^ John pi<jked hp the 
larger, one . ' • 

- * < ■» 

There are ties of eJLljipsis where the absence of a presupposing, item assumes 

a presupposed item or phrase: 1 . . ~ v. i» .. 

.... * ■ % - 

Have you seen the movie? Yes, r I have. 
' ('seen the movie 1 ' is presupposed in the second sentence) 7 

There are ties, of cc- -Junction where connectives are^used^to relate 
• r 

sentences: « 



t 



m 

6 
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) ' THe English Bill of Rights is an important document in • 

English history. H owever , -it is second in importance 
-to 'the Magna Carta, ' / 

Finally/ there are lexical -ties where items , are tied either by reiteration: 

The pteper is on attribution theory. Actually, the paper 
' critfcizes attribution theory, 

or collocation, where. items" have the potential of appearing together in a m 

■?\ 

text (i.e., v their concepts are commonly associated with one another) : ' 

'I f i » » o " » * 

\> We had mis e rabble weather, last Saturday . /This 
weekend's isn't supposed to be any, better.. 

v " ' J Y 

'.To HallicW and 'Hasan , the description of. .the totality of /stteh ties in a 



if 



text constitutes a description of its cohesive^ properties 'or i,ts texture. 

A • . V ' ' ' ■ 

The Cohesion Concept and Textual Coherence * . 

" ] — ^. 

The question remains. Is cohesion analysis simply what Halliday and 
Hasan claim it to be, a type of linguistic description of text, or have they 
invited readers to assume that their linguistic description will serve as^a 
m psychological model of comprehension complete with predictive power? By 
contrast, story grammar and te^t structure researchers usually try to, 
explain comprehension by medns of an ^na lysis of the function that 
different text features must have played. £or example, when a story 

x . p - s ■ « 

grammaria v n speaks of a section of text identifying character goals, or when 
r^one works out a content strufeture' f or- an expository text Hjsing a ^ 
^'problem/solution' structure, a description of the function of parts of a 
• text in an overall plan or schema for the text is given, not a linguistic 
description of- the text. 1?o say that one is giving a linguistic 
description of text is to say that one gives a description independent of 

... V) t-" 

any of the broadeT^cotitextual factors that may " influence' the interpretation 



of a text's meaning. As linguistic, description, cohesion analysis cannot ,; 
presume to determine a text's coherence; rather it must assume coherence 
and then describe the linguistic, cohe&ivs consequences of this coherence*, 

HallisHiy and Hasan' clafm that cohesion analysis -serves ^>nly this 

* v ■•• ' ■ \ 

descriptive function. They do not , mean to define a .theory of ; textual 

cohesion that explains coherence and predicts comprehension. As'Halliday 

f . ' * ■ . ■ 

and - Hasan si:ate, "the analysis of cohesion will not tell you that this or 

that is a good text or a bad text or an- effective or ineffective one in the 

context" (p. 328). : >* 

<. ■ . » 

But Halliday and 'Hasan end yp making greater claims for the cohesion 

... * ' ' : > . 1 

concept. .They tie it to the concept of ' register in explaining the \ 

« * .\ • 

/'I ° c * ' ' ' - \ 

coherence of text. The concept of register . embodies, the kind .of non- \^ 
textual, contextual facts that invoke in the reader relevant priol> \ 
knowledge necessary to the understanding of any text. Halliday and Hasan 1 

e 

test's coherence — the coherence of a^text meeting the expectations 



conceive of the relationship between register and text one aspect of the 



7 

operative in a given* reading/listening situation. *The complementary aspect 

, \ • 

to the text's registeral coherence is the text's cohesion: 

A text is a passage of discourse which is coherent in 
these two regards: * ; it is. coherent with respect to the * / 

context of situation,, and therefore ^consis tent, in m ; 

register; and it is coherent. 'with respect to itself,' 
and . therefore cohesive. Neither of -these two 
conditions is sufficient without the other, nor does 
j the one by necessity/~ent ? ail the other .. • * the hearer, 
V or rea<teir, reacts '.to both of' these things in his 

judgment of texture, (p. 23) - \ . \ 

» - - . X. ■ »■ i| 

The upshot of this statement is that cohesion"^ thought of (by Halliday and 
Hasan as an equal partner with register in the determination of a text's 
coherence .•- But , by describing cohesion as a determinant of coherence 



I ) 




interactive with* register rather thafi as- a -consequence of coherence, 

*Hallidav arrd Hasan do seem to have conf ounde'd linguistic description with 

• • % 
'the description of the psychological function 'of text characteristics in , 

comprehepsion . - . * * ^ 

1 ' " « * ' 

' * The Use of the « Cohesion Concept j.n &omprehensi6n Research ' 

^-JLHalliday and Hasan 1 ^ exposition /of the cQheslon concept has led_ to f 
'» . * . ft 

« u i .? ; ■ ■ 

some research in reading and\compbsition , 'testing out the notion that^. 

• • "V ' ✓ ■> : & 

cohesion is a fact about the text causally related to its coherence •* Ttf^ 
♦temptation exists to Use the linguistic description as a tex£-analyt ic 
^device which gartials* out the cohksive aspect of the/text thought to be 
causally related to thp text's coherence. This interpretation of the 
cohesion concept leads a researcher to several ^possible, f alsa, hypotheses'. < 

v 1 . ■ * - > . * /; 

" For .example, a researcher might hypothesize that/ the quantity of cohesive 6 

' ■ * " - /• f« . ' 

ties alone is a coherence-producing factor in ,text affecting comprehension. 

The logic of -^his hypothesis --is based on the^assumptifrn that .the tie, in ' 



S 



explicitly, signalling a relationship betw.een concepts referenced /by words- 

'in* a text, reduces the cognitive demands of establishing that relationship 

» . 1 *■■•* 

thereby facilitating comprehension.. It is^ reasoned that the degree to 

** • , 

which ideas in a text are related via cohesive ties is the degree to. which £ 
relations bfetween ideas arel undetstood 'by a reader. Such a position 
asserts the reality of a quant i'fiatjTe reader-independent text variable, 
predicting the comprehensibi3Si*ty of a text. . 



This logic, however, i's . flawed. The? cohesive tie, in ahd of itself, 
y ojc m 



9 I * % 
may or may not be explicit. In other words, there is the potential ^f the 

tie being used ambiguously by the waiter. Whether the tie is ambigufius or 



not is a consequence of its _use.,_not its »mere presence . It could be argued 

i-v ... • — • - - . ■ 



that th^ presence of a tie signals the reader to make the ^ssumptioiv tljat ; 

/ r . A ; 

the tie. is used, coherently— -i .e that the text incoherent. This^ point is 

made convincingly, fey faojrgan and SellHner (4980), who have, argued that the 

r -\ ' ' . i /*.;.. 

cohesion concept' o'f Halliday and Hasan depicts -an ..aspect of text 

- * 3 

subordinate to content coherence "rather '"than .causing it: - \ ' % 

r 1 ■ ■ ■ ■ • 

•One might have assumed that the coherence of a text was , t 
'\ .. , ' > a matter of conte.nt , which would have,yof course, 

linguistic consequences. In ia' coherent biography of ^ ' 
Churchill f for example., one wbuld expedt frequent 
mention of Churchill*; one* would therefore expect •■■ ^ 
fre'quenV occurrence of words like Churchill , he , his , 
him , and so on. The source *bf coherence would" lie* in ^ 
the content, and the repeated occu^rret/ce of certain;, 
v » " f words would be the . consequence of content 'coherence; 

\ not something that was a source or Coherence. It would 
be a serious mistake to construe this linguistic 
manifestation asi cause rather than effect, (p. 179) 

■]■■■.'• ' • ■ ! 

'Thus,' our first hypothesis, that the quantity of cohesive ties in 
text predictsCejiS£ of comprehension, is rejected on logical grounds . In 



reading studies^ 



by Thomas and -Bridge (1980), Rhodes ( 19<79) , and Teddlie 



» ■ < » ■ 1 

(1979), the cohesion "concept ; and the text-analysis system it defines could 

not accounts for comprehension differences between readers/ In these 

A . o < O . — - ■ 

studies it was concluded that the cohesion concept does . not ^represent a 
reader-independent text variable predicting and explaining 'comprehension of 



; text . * ' / 

1 Two composition studies using the* cohesion concept also concluded 
against its^us,ef ulness as\a predittor'^f .a text's coherence for a reader. 
Pritcjhard (1980) 'found that 'the greater use of cohesive ties charecterized 
the problem sections of -Compositions written by poor writers rather than 
4the more coherent sections. Tierney and Mosenthal (1981) found thj£ , 
.".cohesion. analysis could flistinguish, descriptively ^etween text* writteri 



?dn?.twp" different topics but .that it could, not distinguish between texts' 
: - ' . >" ^ • "* 

written on one topic- that were rated v f or their /comprehensibility s For 

* ' ' ■ . ' . * ■ ■ ♦ ' f . ' 
example, biographical texts contained many rn^re instances of .referential . 

cohesion (he, his ) than did texts written about a theme common to several 

/ < ' ' ' ' " " ' ' ' • • 

short stories . But the .texts rated more cpherent within the biographical'. . 

sample or the theme sample could not* be distinguished by cohesive-analysis. 

'One study *by Irwin ( 1980) however , did find positive results' tor. the 

' auantity* of cohesive ti'es in a- text . 'She found that highly cohesive text 

A" • " / ' - ' \ 

*(i^e.j text with a greater number of cohesive ties) positively affected 

- tx ' N» f ■ 

reading rate and performance on a delayed prompted recall task.*-- Some 

. ' * • \ * * . 4 ' M 

question remlains as to. the extent to which the high-cohesive and low- 

• cohesive texts varied only on the cohesive variable. All .the studies 
"mentioned abdve used naturally occurring text. -In IrVin f s study however , * 

all types of ties-were reduced in the low cohesion text, resulting in. low 
cohesion texts! that discuss topics, briefly, contrasted with high cohesion 

• texts-/that discuss t'op>ics in depth, . 1 

, \ '■ . • . - f • .. 

A second hypothesis that follows from the interpretation of cohesion 

\ * ' • , | * . • 

'as a c'oherence-produclng aspect of text was tested in a study by Freebody 

. \ > r . ■ - . 

and Anderson (1981). ' This hypothesis states that cohesive ties are 

• .' • * j ■ - * . ■ " ' * 

- hierarchically organized. ' Freeb'ody an'd Anderson have explained that it 'may 
be the case that certain types of ties are more .difficult to process than 

others- because of their "distance" in j the hierarchy from th'e optimal . 

\ ■ * • " 

condition of reiteratipn . When this hypothesis was tested, 'no effects for 

° *' * • * 

cohesion were f ou'nd .. .\ ' " . r " ; ' 

\ * • J • * 



■** " . " ^ Summary, and ^ Conclusion N 

^'Tl^'may be a terminological contradiction to claim that the .linguistic 
objectivity 'of cohe&io'n analysis can partially.. ex'plain the coherence of ,* * 

text .. Gives , the- /irrdings jcited in this commentary, it.muStL be* concluded 

** * * \ • ■ ^ » . ■ n . * " # 

that'the cohesion concept alone is inadequate- as" a description \of a text's, 
unity. Tfiis is a conclusion directed as tuuch to those w/o -would us*e *thie 

! • • ..'.'•;■/ i , ' -' • VV 

cohesion concept: in, comprehension research as it' is ijdrectedr against the , 

• " ■ „ ' ' »' < I * " ' 

i.e. , - ; . ^ < - * * » • 

notiptr that there jLs a' theory of texttia'L'uriity foundLed pn'/the linguistic^ 

* * >-c , a ■*' | ■ • > ■ • \ 

cobes.ive properties of tfext .described by Halliday ,and Hasan.* It would. vseem 

* that attempts to maintain objectivity by measuring -surface features of ' t/ext 

end up describing *effeqtg rather than causes of coherence in' text..* V 



References 



Freebody, P., £ Anderson, R. C. (1981). Effects of vocabulary -difficulty, 

/••■•. . f 

text- cohesion, and schema availability on reading comprehension (Tech. 

Rep. No. 2:25). Urbana: University of Illino/s, Center for 'the Study. 

of Reading. (ERIC Document Reproduction Service No. ED .212 987). 
Hklliday, M.,."& Hasan, R. (1976). Cohesion in English. ..London: Longman. 
Prwin, J. W. (1980). The'effect of linguistic cohesion on prose 

comprehension. Journal of Reading Behavior , 17, 325-332. , 

r : j—, 5 

• Kintsch, W. < (1974). The representation of meaning in memory - Hillsdale,^ 
• N .J . : Erlbaum .. 

Kintsch, W., & van Dijk, T. A'. ( 1978) . Toward a model 'of tekt, 
; . comprehension and production.. Psychological Review , 85, 363-^94. ^ 

Mandlet/j. M.*, & Johnson, N. jf (1977). Remembrance of things parsed: 

... » N ■ » J 

•' Story structure and recall. Cognitive Psychology , 9_, 111-115. 
Morgan, J., & Sellner, M. (1980). Discourse and linguistic theory. In R. 
' ^piro^ B. Bruce, &-W r Brewer (Eds.), Theoretical issues in reading 
comprehension . New York: Erlbaum.. - 
"Meyer, B. J. (497*). The organization of ^rose and its .effect^ on memory. 
Amsterdam: North Holland . 
Pritchafd, R. (1980) . A study of fcfre cohesion device^ in the good. and 
poor compositions of eleventh graders . Unpublished doctoral 
•^dissertation, University of Missouri, Columbia. , ; 

Rhodes, L. ( 197^)^ The - interaction of beginning readers' strategies and 
texts" ref lecting x alternat ! e modes of predictability . Unpublished^; • 



doctorLal dissertation, Indiana University. 



"steltt^.N. L • , & Glenn, C. G. ( 1-979) • ^An analysis of story -comprehension in 

• - ^ / 

•elementary school children. In R. 0. Freedle (Ed.), New directions in 

■ ' \ • ■' ' ~~ ' V. 

discourse processing . Norwood, N.J.: Ablex, 

> ' ~~~~~ ~~ ~~~~~~ ~ * r 

Teddlie, J.'( 1979) . Discourse effects on children*!* resolution and recall 

of anaphoric relationships .- Unpublished^ .doctoral "dissertation, Texas 

Woman's University. " _ j 

Thomas, S & Bridge, S. (19£0). A comparison of subj ects \ cloz^ scores 

/and their ability to employ macro-structure operations in the 

generation of summaries. In M. Kamil & A. Moe (Eds.), Perspectives on 

reading research and instruction . Twenty-ninth yearbook of the 

National Reading Conference, Rochester, N.Y., .National' Reading 

» 

Conference. - 

Tierney^ R. J., & Mosenthal^ J . (j?81). The cohesion concept^ 

relationship to the coherence of text (Tech. Rep.. No. 221). Urbana: 

1 University of Illinois, Center for the Study o'f Reading. (ERIC 

/ 

Document Reproduction Service No. 212 991) 



1 A 

-i. '* 

■ f 



12 ' 



Footnote 



Throughout this commentary, we restrict our comments about cohesion 



to its description as represented in Halliday & Hasan's 1976 book, 

i -V • ' - 

Cohesion in' English ♦ ^ * 
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